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You’re holier than you think 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Holiness Detector 
 
Educational goal: to teach the philosophy of holiness. 
Lesson summary: after discussing the concept of holiness, students are asked to pass through a 
contraption which tests whether or not they’re holy. 
Grades: grades 1 to 4    
What you’ll need: a motion detector, a door frame or similar structure 
Estimated running time: 30 minutes 
 

Introduction 
 

What does it mean to be holy?  Judaism uses the term � ���� ��  - kedusha to refer to so many things, 
it seems difficult to pin down what exactly sanctity is.  Shabbat is holy of course – holy time.  
The land of Israel is called the Holy Land, giving us holy space.  The Jewish people are holy, but 
so is God.  Even the Hebrew language is called � ��	
 ��� 
�� ��   - the holy tongue.  How can all of 
these things be holy?   In this program we will define the term and illustrate to our students that it 
is not difficult to attain a measure of sanctity. 
 
A straightforward definition that fits all of the cases we’ve mentioned so far is that to be holy 
means to be separate, elevated or distinct.   
-Shabbat is distinct from the rest of the week, and in order to announce that a shift is being 
undertaken between the profane and the sacred times, we recite a prayer called ��� ��  - kiddush.   
-Israel is different from other lands and similarly, Jerusalem - �� ���� ��	
 ��� , the holy city - is set 
apart from other cities in Israel. 
-The Temple Mount is holier than other parts of the city; and the innermost chamber of the 
Temple, the Holy of Holies (the �� �� �� �
 ���� ��	� ), was more special than any other spot in the world.    
-Hebrew is the language of the Torah and the tool that God used to create the world, hence it is 
different than other languages.   
-A marriage in Judaism is called 
� ���� ��  -kiddushin: the ceremony separates the woman from all 
other men in the world.   
-God is the holiest item on our list and that is because He is completely separate from everything.  
One of the explanations for the phrase ��� ��� ���� ��� ���� ��  – Holy! Holy! Holy! (a phrase from 
Isaiah 6:3 which is said as part of the prayer of � ���� �� ) is that the Lord is elevated beyond the 
world of man, the world of the angels, and the heavens. God is completely unlike anything else 
and so is ultimately holy.   
What does it mean for man to be holy?  That question is the subject of this chapter. 
 

Part I : Text study 
 
Text #1: Leviticus chapter 19 
 

�������������� �� �� ���������	�� � �� ��	��� ��!��"��� �#�� ���� �� �$���%�� �& �� ��' ���� �� �� �( �����) ���* ��%�� ������� ���� �#��� �� �&��� ��	� ��
��� �)%���� �+� ��	� ,�!� 

 
Translation:   (1) God spoke to Moshe telling him to (2) speak to the entire Israelite community 
and say to them, “You must be holy, since I God, your Lord, am holy.” 
 
 
Text #2: Leviticus chapter 20:26 
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Translation:   You shall be holy to me, for I, God, am holy, and I have separated you from among 
the nations to be mine. 
 
 
Text #3: Numbers chapter 15 
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Translation:   (37) God spoke to Moshe, telling him to (38) speak to the Israelites and have them 
make tassels on the corners of their garments for all generations. They shall include a twist of 
sky-blue wool in the corner tassels.  (39) These shall be your tzizit, and when you see them, you 
shall remember all of God’s commandments and keep them.  You will then not stray after your 
heart and eyes, which lead you to immorality.  (40) You will thus remember and keep all My 
commandments, and be holy to your God.   (41) I am God your Lord, who brought you out of 
Egypt to be your God.  I am God your Lord. 
  

 
Text #4: Exodus chapter 19  
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Translation:   (3) Moshe went up to God.  God called to him from the mountain and said, “This is 
what you must say to the family of Ya’akov and tell the Israelites:  (4) ‘You saw what I did in 
Egypt, carrying you on eagles’ wings and bringing you to me.  (5) Now if you obey me and keep 
my covenant, you shall be my special treasure among all nations, for all the world is mine.  (6) 
You will be a kingdom of priests and a holy nation to me.’ These are the words that you must 
relate to the Israelites.” 
 
Commentary:   The Torah contains various injunctions for the Jewish people to strive for 
holiness.   In Vayikra the Torah instructs Israel to be holy for God is holy; He has separated us 
from the nations (texts #1 and 2).  Elsewhere the Torah explains just what it means for the nation 
to be a holy people.  In the well known passage of parashat tzizit, the Torah states that keeping 
mitzvot, the Torah’s commandments, will make Israel holy (text #3).  Similarly, the verses in 
Shemot (text #4) state that if Israel obeys God and keeps His covenant they will be a holy people.   
These�citations fit our definition of holiness very well.  The Jews become holy if they separate 
themselves from the rest of world by doing mitzvot.  The system of behavior codified in the Torah 
allows the individual to rise above other people who do not adhere to God’s rules.  A person who 
gives charity for example is holier (separate, elevated) than somebody who doesn’t.  If the person 
didn’t give tzedakah (charity) yesterday but does today, he has raised himself from his former 
state.   
 
Text #5: Torah Temima (Rabbi Baruch HaLevi Epstein, 19th century), to Shemot 24:12 
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Translation:   Early and later writers have asked the question why we don’t recite blessings for 
some mitzvot like charity and acts of kindness, returning lost objects, visiting the sick and others 
of this kind.  Many reasons have been suggested to explain this.  The answer seems simple to me.  
The language of blessings on commandments includes the phrase “He who has sanctified us with 
his mitzvot and commanded us to...”  which shows that through performance of these mitzvot we 
are made holy and distinct from the nations who do not act in these ways.  This is applicable for 
mitzvot between man and God like tefillin, tzizit, sukkah, lulav and others – which non-Jews do 
not perform.  On the other hand, mitzvot between people, like those we listed are found among the 
nations and so it is incorrect to state “He has made us holy with his commandments” i.e. He has 
made us distinct.  We are, after all, not distinct with regard to these commandments because other 
people in the world observe them as well.   
 
Commentary:  Rabbi Baruch Epstein has addressed the question of why inter-personal mitzvot 
are not accompanied by blessings.  (His is just one approach to this issue.)  In this passaage he 
argues that Jews are separate from the non-Jewish world when they perform ritual mitzvot, or 
commandments that are between God and man – mitzvot bein adam le’makom.  Performing an act 
that is not unique to the Jewish people, like returning lost objects or visiting the sick, does not 
contribute to an individual’s holiness.  I find Rabbi Epstein’s argument compelling but still 
maintain that a person who engages in any act commanded by God, separates himself from the 
masses, and hence makes himself holy.  I believe it is telling that the section in Sefer Vayikra 
known as Parashat Kedoshim, after the opening words of the passage, deals primarily with 
commandments that govern inter-personal relations.   The mitzvah of tzizit is intended to remind 
Jews to observe all the commandments and thereby be holy (text #3).  The passage does not say 
“You will thus remember and keep all my commandments, and be holy due to some of them.”  
 

 
Text #6: Bava Kama page 38a 
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Translation:   Rabbi Meir used to say, “How do we know that if a gentile occupies himself with 
the study of Torah he is equal in status to the High Priest?  We find it stated: ‘...which if a man do 
he shall live by them’ (Vayikra 18:5) it does not say ‘priests, Levites and Israelites’ but ‘a man’ 
which shows that even if a gentile occupies himself with the study of Torah he is equal in status 
to the High Priest.”   
 
Commentary:  Our discussion has led to an interesting question: if a non-Jew gives charity or 
performs any of the Torah’s injunctions that do not necessarily apply to him, does that make him 
holy?  I believe the answer to this question is “yes”.  Such a person has separated himself from 
those who ignore the needy.  Text #6 argues that a gentile who studies Torah is equated with the 
Kohen Gadol, Judaism’s holiest individual.   
 
 
 



Text #7: Rabbi David Zvi Hoffman’s (19th century) commentary to Vayikra 11:45 
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Translation:   It bears noting that throughout Sefer Vayikra the word “Kadosh” when referring to 
God is written “full” (with four letters �=�=�=�= ) i.e. with the letter “vav:” (�); whereas when used 
as an adjective for man it is always written “defectively” (with three letters �=�=�= ) without the 
“vav” (�).  This is certainly not a coincidence.  The phenomenon appears specifically in Sefer 
Vayikra (which is also called “The Book of Holiness”) to teach us that in fact only God is 
absolutely holy, and He is the one with all the exalted attributes.  Man, on the other hand can 
achieve holiness only on a relative scale.  Man’s destiny therefore lies in following God, the 
ultimate sanctity, in order to rise to the highest possible level of holiness.   
 
Commentary:  In this excerpt, Rabbi Hoffman reminds us that as holy as people become, their 
sanctity can never reach the level of God’s.  Even the holiest among us is still bound by his 
human limitations and needs.   
 

Part II : 
 

 
 

This program comprises two parts and is best split between two days.  The first part of the lesson 
is a discussion about holiness.  What does the term mean?  Do the students know anybody who 
they consider to be holy?  What is it about that person that makes him or her holy?  How does one 
become holy?  Feel free to use the sources I have brought in part I of this program or other texts 
you are familiar with.  Make sure to see the Ramban’s well known commentary to Vayikra 19:2 
for his interpretation on what it means to be holy.   
At the end of the lesson tell the students that between today and tomorrow you want them to work 
on being holy.  Since you have defined holiness as the state of separation through following 
mitzvot, encourage your charges to perform mitzvot before the next class in an effort to boost their 
holiness.  Inform them that during class tomorrow you will introduce a “Holiness Detector” to 
determine which students in the group are truly holy.  The next day your class will enter your 
room to find just such a machine that you have prepared beforehand. 
 
Building a Holiness Detector is really quite simple.  The main structure of the machine looks like 
a metal detector that you see in airports (or nowadays, malls).  As an individual walks through the 
Detector, it automatically tests whether the person is holy or not.  A positive result sets off a bell.  
The trick behind the Holiness Detector is that it rings for everybody!  The lesson is quite clear: 



every person has some measure of holiness to him because everybody performs at least some 
mitzvot.  It might be true that hardened criminals are not holy, but you should not let such 
students into your class anyway. 
 
The reason the Holiness Detector chimes for everybody is because it’s a motion detector that you 
have bought at a hardware store.  Such devices are easily found and are usually marketed to small 
store owners, who place them in the doorways of the stores to let them know when a customer 
enters.  They are inexpensive and easy to install.  You can buy one online at Radio Shack for $27 
by going here:  
http://www.radioshack.com/sm-portable-motion-detector-alarm-chime--pi-2102584.html 
 

 
 
I used a door frame to build my Holiness Detector, but you can really use any materials that stand 
up.  An old bookcase with the shelves and back removed is perfect.  A bed frame is also good.  
You can even mount the motion detector in a doorway and have the students walk past it.  These 
devices can usually detect motion from a wide angle so use masking tape to narrow the detection 
ability to the space between the frame.   Make sure the detector is turned off until you are ready to 
demonstrate its power.   
 
Invite a student to be tested by walking through the Holiness Detector. When the bell goes off say 
that naturally, you knew she was holy; ask her to reveal, if it’s not too personal, what she did 
between yesterday’s and today’s lesson that made her holy, then spend a minute discussing that 
with the class.  This program does require a few minutes of deception on the teacher’s part, but 
the game is soon revealed.  Indeed, it shouldn’t take your students too long to figure out the 
gimmick behind the Holiness Detector.  Even once they do, they will still have fun with it, and 
they will remember its lesson: do not fear that “holiness” is beyond the average person.  
Performing a single mitzvah is enough to raise a person from the profane to the sacred.    



I have used the Holiness Detector with groups of different ages including collegiates and rabbis.  
The latter groups are not fooled for a second, but the experience still makes an impression.  With 
one group of kids, no one in the class could understand what was happening and one girl 
declared, “But Rabbi!  It’s going off for everybody!”  I responded “OK, what do you think that 
means?”  She: “are you saying that everybody is holy?”   The Holiness Detector had worked like 
a charm. 
 

      
 

After every one has had a turn with the machine, reconvene the class to review the topic.  Perhaps 
now is a good time to learn the essay by the Ramban or Rabbi Hoffman’s comments (text #7).  
Wrap up the class by considering what opportunities students have to increase their holiness on a 
daily basis. In contrast to this, what actions of theirs aggravate their profaneness (and their 
profanity)?  The list of “al chet’s” recited on Yom Kippur provides a range of mundane actions 
which are easily abused.  “Sins that we have performed through the foolishness of the mouth” - 
� �5�*�� �2 �7 , or “pride” - *�� ��� � ���)� �� , are two examples.  When given a choice how to act, we can 
choose to elevate ourselves from the vulgar or we can debase ourselves.  How often do we make 
a conscious decision along these lines?       
 

Holiness Detector was inspired by an exhibit at the Exploratorium in San Francisco. 
 


